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	 These	are	questions	 that	anthropology	has	 to	address	with	as	much	
honesty	as	possible.		I	also	believe	anthropologists	should	try	to	generate	
insights	into	the	nature	of	what,	for	want	of	a	better	term,	can	be	described	
as	“Western”	 or	“scientific”	modes	 of	 thought.	 	 Following	 the	 approach	
taken	in	Joanna	Overing’s	Reason and Morality,	the	intention	of	this	paper	
is	 to	 test	 the	 limits	 of	 socially	 constructed	 reality,	 using	 a	 discussion	 of	
indigenous	curing	to	try	to	elucidate	some	of	the	assumptions	that	underlie	
our	own	ideas	about	health	and	illness	(Overing	1985:1–25).		The	paper	
will	 examine	 some	 of	 the	 concepts	 that	 underlie	 the	 use	 of	 the	 curing	
songs,	 or	 sarode,	 one	 of	 the	 healing	 techniques	 used	 by	 the	Ayoreo,	 an	












and	 deduction	 of	 “indigenous	 peoples”	 and	 “scientists.”	 	 Indeed,	 it	 is	
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unlikely	that	peoples	such	as	the	Ayoreo	would	have	been	able	to	survive	
in	the	harsh,	arid	environment	of	the	Gran	Chaco	if	they	had	not	acquired	
a	 detailed,	 scientific	 knowledge	 of	 their	 environment,	 a	 knowledge	 that	
often	 surpasses	 that	 of	 professional	 botanists	 and	 zoologists	 (Schmeda	
Hirschmann	 2003).	 	 If	 there	 are	 any	 differences	 between	Western	 and	
indigenous	ways	of	understanding	the	world,	I	believe	they	have	more	to	
do	with	the	way	 information	 is	 shared	and	communicated—particularly	
through	the	use	of	widespread	literacy	and	other	technologies	for	storing	
and	 disseminating	 information—than	 with	 the	 differences	 in	 the	 way	
people	actually	think.
	 The	social	construction	of	health	and	illness	is	a	serious,	real	world	issue.	





in	 case	 of	 complications.	 	 Most	 indigenous	 societies	 are	 characterized	
by	high	 levels	of	 infant	mortality,	due	to	respiratory	 infections,	diarrhea	
and	infectious	diseases	such	as	measles.		Likewise,	much	adult	mortality	
is	 caused	 by	 tuberculosis,	malaria,	 Chagas’	 disease	 and,	 increasingly,	 by	
AIDS.		Let	me	make	it	clear	that	my	program	is	not	one	of	logical	or	moral	
relativism.		I	do	not	believe	that	“indigenous	peoples”	should	make	do	with	
one	 system	 and	“the	West”	with	 another.	 	Rather,	 I	 believe	 indigenous	
societies	and	 the	West	have	much	 to	 learn	 from	one	another,	providing	
each	 can	 respect	 and	 acknowledge	 the	 achievements	of	 the	other.	 	 It	 is	
common	knowledge	 that	many	 of	 the	 drugs	 used	 in	Western	medicine	
are	derived	from	products	originally	used	by	indigenous	peoples,	and	the	
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such	as	the	Aché	might	die	out,	as	Darcy	Ribeiro	previously	documented	
for	 many	 indigenous	 societies	 in	 Brazil	 (Ribeiro	 1970:48–62).	 	 Even	
as	 recently	 as	 1992,	 I	 visited	 some	Mbya-Guaraní	 communities	 in	 the	
Cordillera	de	San	Rafael	in	Eastern	Paraguay	that	had	refused	to	accept	
vaccinations	and	had	lost	all	their	children	to	an	epidemic	of	measles.		By	
the	 late	 1970s,	 however,	 the	 demographic	 situation	 of	most	 indigenous	
communities	 had	 turned	 around,	 and	 the	 censuses	 carried	 out	 in	 1981,	





Strauss’	 response	 is	 to	 suggest	 that	 the	Cuna	 shaman’s	 song	 is	 situated	

















explanation,	 but	 also	 perhaps	 in	 the	wider	 context	 of	Western	medical	
practice,	 is	an	issue	that	merits	further	comment.	 	For	the	time	being,	I	
would	 simply	 like	 to	note	 that	while	“mental	 illness”	 is	 recognized	 as	 a	
significant	concern	in	“developed”	and	what	are	misleadingly	described	as	
“developing”	countries,	it	receives	low	priority	for	public	funding	or	other	
support,	 and	 I	would	argue	 that	 this	has	 less	 to	do	with	 the	validity	or	
scientific	merit	of	psychoanalysis	than	with	the	economic	rationality	that	
drives	Western	medical	 practice.	 	 First,	 however,	 I	want	 to	 turn	 to	 the	
Ayoreo.
3
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a	 language	 belonging	 to	 the	Zamuco	 linguistic	 family.	 	 Indeed,	Ayoreo	
is	 very	 similar	 to	 the	 Zamuco	 language	 described	 by	 the	 eighteenth-






Ayoreo	 in	Paraguay	 (DGEEC	2002:234).	 	Until	 the	1950s,	 the	Ayoreo	
avoided	contact	with	 the	national	 societies	or	other	 indigenous	peoples.	
Relations	between	different	Ayoreo	territorial	groups	were	often	hostile,	
especially	between	the	northern	and	southern	Ayoreo—the	Guidaigosode	

















Colonies	 in	 the	Central	Chaco,	 cutting	 firewood,	 fence	 posts,	 and	 palo 
santo—or	working	on	Mennonite	ranches.	 	 In	recent	years	a	number	of	
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the	 suspicions	 that	 my	 presence	 aroused,	 since	 both	 the	 Catholic	 and	
Protestant	missionaries	had	made	every	effort	to	convince	the	Ayoreo	that	



















songs	 to	 cure	 specific	 conditions.	 	 In	 some	 cases	Lázaro	 obliged,	while	
in	others	I	was	informed	that	the	song	was	“too	dangerous”	and	that	if	it	
was	sung	without	good	reason	it	would	actually	bring	about	the	condition	
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	 It	 is	 important	 to	 note	 that	 the	 sarode	 are	 only	 one	 of	 a	 variety	 of	
different	 curing	 techniques.	 	They	 can	 be	 used	 by	 anyone	 who	 knows	
the	songs,	not	just	people	regarded	as	shamans.		However,	because	of	the	
potential	danger	associated	with	the	songs,	they	are	not	that	widely	known	
and	 in	 fact	 seers	 or	 shamans	 usually	 have	 a	 larger	 repertoire.	 	 Ayoreo	
shamans	also	use	other	techniques,	especially	sucking,	to	remove	the	pain	
or	the	pathogenic	objects	believed	to	cause	illness,	and	some	shamans	are	













between	 sucking	 and	 blowing,	 which	 he	 presents	 as	 a	 series	 of	 binary	













as	 epidemics	or	 attacks	by	 enemies.	 	One	of	 the	 eldest	men	 in	 Jogasui,	
Cojñoque,	relates	that	his	father	was	a	seer	or	“man	of	knowledge”	who	
would	 sing	 his	 revelations.	 	 For	 instance,	 on	 one	 occasion	 he	 dreamed	
that	 a	 spirit	 (dicore)	 had	 warned	 him	 of	 an	 impending	 attack	 by	 the	
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daijnai	and	seer.		Apparently,	on	one	occasion	Uejai	dreamed	that	a	giant	
anteater	 had	 chased	 his	 people.	 	This	was	 a	 sign	 that	 evil	would	 befall	
the	group.		He	had	always	advised	them	not	to	eat	defective	animals,	but	
apparently	some	Ayoreo	from	his	community	had	killed	and	eaten	a	blind	
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Yo chi, yo chi, yo chi



















Yo tidi, tidi, tidi













Yo che, yo che, che, che
Yo tidi, tidi, tidi	… [sounds	of	ear	ache]
8
Tipití: Journal of the Society for the Anthropology of Lowland South America
http://digitalcommons.trinity.edu/tipiti/vol4/iss1/12







Yo oooh, oooh, oooh

















	 With	 this	 particular	 song,	 Santiago	 noted	 the	 singer	 sucks	 at	 the	
patient’s	 stomach,	 then	 sings	 again.	 	 I	 will	 give	 another	 example,	 this	
time	of	a	song	to	cure	an	eye	infection	that	involves	two	similar	animals,	
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	 The	condition	or	 the	 sickness	 is	 sometimes	personified.	 	A	 song	 to	
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Yo, to, to, to, to, to
Ye, ca, ca, ca, ca, ca [the	noises	of	a	headache]
	 The	 first	 question	 we	 should	 ask	 is	 whether	 or	 not	 the	 sarode	 are	
effective.		In	fact,	the	evidence	is	somewhat	contradictory.		I	think	most	
Ayoreo	 would	 agree	 that	 the	 songs	 usually	 do	 achieve	 their	 intended	
results.		This	is	perhaps	no	different	from	our	own	perception	of	standard	
Western	medical	treatments,	such	as	the	use	of	antibiotics.		If	the	patient	




other	diagnoses	 and	perhaps	 recourse	 to	 other	 techniques.	 	 In	 the	days	
before	the	Ayoreo	had	access	to	Western	medicine,	this	would	probably	





into	 question.	 	 In	 some	 cases	 it	may	bring	 about	 a	 reassessment	 of	 the	
diagnosis	or,	perhaps	more	likely,	a	reassessment	of	the	seriousness	of	the	
case.	 	In	fact,	most	of	 the	 sarode	 I	collected—as	well	as	 those	published	
by	Sebag	and	others—are	intended	for	what	are	apparently	rather	simple	
or	 obvious	 conditions:	 eye	 infections,	 headaches,	 stomach	 pains,	 burns,	
wounds,	or	prolonged	 labor.	 	 If	 the	 sarode	 fail	 to	 achieve	 a	 cure,	 it	may	






“The Effectiveness of Symbols” Revisited: Ayoreo Curing Songs
Published by Digital Commons @ Trinity, 2006





and	 death	 in	 other	 Chaco	 societies	 (cf.	Grubb	 1925:161).	 	 Ayoreo	 are	















accepted	 conceptual	 scheme	 to	 explain	 misfortune	 (other	 than	 those	
mathematical	models	of	the	kind	used	by	engineers	and	underwriters	to	
calculate	the	highest	rainfall	likely	to	occur	in	10,000	years	or	to	calculate	
the	 chances	 of	 being	 killed	 in	 an	 air	 crash).	 	 In	 fact,	 as	 Susan	 Sontag	
demonstrates	in	Illness as Metaphor	(1979),	illness	in	Western	society	is	not	
simply	viewed	as	a	chance	occurrence.		Rather,	it	has	a	moral	dimension.	
Illness	 is	commonly	 taken	as	a	metaphor	 to	describe	social	phenomena.	
Terrorism,	hooliganism,	or	corruption,	for	instance,	are	each	described	as	
a	“cancer”	 that	has	 to	be	 removed.	 	Metaphors	of	disability	 are	used	 in	
the	 same	way.	 	An	argument	 is	described	as	“lame,”	or	 a	political	party	










hard	work	 and	physical	 exercise	 as	 an	 ideal,	 and	 sees	 the	use	of	 almost	
12
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Ayoreo	or	 other	 indigenous	 curing	 techniques,	 is	 the	 fact	 that	Western	
pharmaceutical	products	have	to	go	through	a	complex	licensing	process	
that	 requires	 systematic	 testing,	 not	 only	 to	 prove	 their	 effectiveness	
but	 perhaps	 even	more	 importantly	 to	 ensure	 they	have	no	undesirable	
side	 effects.	 	 Although	 this	 is	 more	 systematic	 than	 anything	 applied	
by	 nonliterate	 peoples—in	 that	 the	 procedure	 involves	 the	 methodical	
recording	of	 a	 series	of	 tests	on	animals	 and/or	human	volunteers—the	
underlying	rationality	is	little	different	from	that	of	the	indigenous	peoples	
described	by	Sebag	(1965,	2003)	or	by	Lévi-Strauss	(1963:167–185)	who	
both	discuss	and	compare	 the	merits	of	particular	practitioners.	 	 In	 this	
respect	 it	 is	 interesting	 to	 note	 that	 in	 contemporary	Western	medical	





	 In	 summary,	 I	 would	 argue	 that	Ayoreo	 curing	 songs	 are	 effective,	
in	 the	 same	 way	 that	 first-line	Western	 medical	 treatments	 are,	 since	
the	patient	usually	 feels	better	and	eventually	 recovers.	 	 Just	as	Western	
procedures	are	not	 infallible,	neither	are	Ayoreo	curing	 songs.	 	 In	 some	
cases	 a	 revised	 diagnosis	 or	 a	more	 radical	 treatment	 is	 required,	while	
in	 others	 the	 patient	 is	 permanently	 disabled	 or	 dies.	 	However,	 before	
moving	on	 to	 the	more	 interesting	 topic	 of	 how	 the	 cure	 is	 achieved,	 I	
must	address	a	rather	awkward	issue.		The	truth	is	that	nowadays	curing	
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different	 kinds	of	 treatment.	 	At	no	point	have	 I	heard	Ayoreo	declare	
their	 healing	 techniques	 to	 be	 ineffective.	 	This	 contrasts	with	Susnik’s	
Chamacoco	informants,	who	in	the	late	1950s	and	early	1960s	described	
their	male	 initiation	 cycle	 as	“Chamacoquerías”	 (1995:7).	 	 Interestingly,	
thirty	years	 later,	some	of	the	same	Ebitoso	informants	cited	by	Susnik,	
and	 in	 some	 cases	 their	 children	 and	 grandchildren,	 have	 managed	 to	
free	 themselves	 from	dependence	on	 the	New	Tribes	Mission	and	have	








that	 comes	 from	 government	 and	 international	 organizations.	 	 The	
Mennonites	do	not	manage	any	missions	among	the	Ayoreo,	but	they	are	
the	main	employers	and	are	increasing	their	influence	in	the	communities	










	 In	 fact,	when	I	 started	my	fieldwork	 in	María	Auxiliadora	 in	1977,	
I	was	confronted	by	a	dramatic	change	that	might	almost	have	qualified	
as	a	millenarian	movement.	 	When	I	first	visited	the	mission	in	August	
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The	 Ayoreo	 of	 María	 Auxiliadora,	 who	 now	 identified	 themselves	 as	
Pa’igosode	(“people	of	the	priest,”	i.e.,	Catholics)	were	desperate	to	embrace	
Christianity.	 	None	of	 the	Catholic	missionaries	 spoke	any	Ayoreo,	and	
much	 of	 the	 preaching	 that	 took	 place	 at	 night	 in	 the	 village—which	
was	 about	 a	 kilometer	 from	 the	mission—was	 based	 on	 a	 second-hand	
understanding	taken	from	Ayoreo	that	had	been	evangelized	by	the	New	
Tribes	Mission	in	Faro	Moro	or	in	Bolivia.		It	seems	that	after	about	fifteen	
years,	 the	Ayoreo	 in	María	Auxiliadora	 had	made	 a	 conscious	 decision	
to	abandon	certain	key	elements	of	their	culture	and	were	reinterpreting,	
or	perhaps	reemphasizing,	that	many	elements	were	puyac	(“dangerous”).	


















	 At	 first	 sight	 the	 sarode	 appear	 to	 establish	 a	metaphorical	 relation	
between	the	qualities	of	the	animals	or	plants	mentioned	in	the	songs	and	
the	process	of	 recovery	 from	a	particular	 illness	or	 condition.	 	Some	of	
the	 relations	 appear	 esoteric—especially	 to	 anyone	who	 lacks	 a	detailed	
knowledge	 of	 the	 species	 in	 question—while	 others	 are	 very	 obvious.	
A	song	to	cure	wounds,	 for	 instance,	refers	 to	the	 samuhú	or	bottle	 tree	
(Chorisia insignis),	which	quickly	closes	up	and	covers	any	areas	that	have	
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future	 of	Western	medicine	 lies	 in	 understanding	 and	 building	 up	 the	
human	 body’s	 immune	 system	 rather	 than	 in	 destroying	 the	 pathogens	




	 I	 suggest	 that	we	have	 to	go	beyond	Western	notions	of	myth	 and	
metaphor	if	we	are	to	understand	the	power	of	the	sarode.		To	use	Joanna	
Overing’s	phrase,	we	must	first	“suspend	disbelief ”	and	try	to	understand	















	 There	are	two	aspects	of	the	 jnani bajade	that	need	to	be	explained.	
First,	 the	 jnani bajade,	 like	 the	 present-day	Ayoreo,	 are	 divided	 among	
seven	 exogamic	 patriclans	 (the	 cuchárane).	 	 	Many	 of	 the	 accounts	 are	
concerned	with	how	certain	species	or	things	associated	with	a	particular	
jnani bajai	came	to	be	included	among	the	“possessions”	(edopasade)	of	a	
particular	 clan.	 	This	a priori division	of	 the	world	bridges	 the	division	
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	 The	 second	aspect	of	 the	 jnani bajade	 concerns	 the	Ayoreo	concept	









old	may	be	more	widespread	 than	 is	generally	 acknowledged.	 	Descola,	
for	instance,	notes	that	the	Achuar	believe	the	world	was	created	three	or	
four	generations	back	 (1997:223–6).	 	This	means	 the	Ayoreo	 are	 living	
in	a	world	that	is	fresh	and	new	and	full	of	possibilities	that	our	Western,	
scientific	 understanding	 simply	 does	 not	 allow	 for.	 	 In	 fact,	 while	 the	
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	 The	jnani bajade	are	not	only	situated	on	the	edge	of	living	memory,	






by	a	deer,”	he	 said,	 and	 started	 to	 sing	a	 song	 that	 the	deer	had	 taught	
him.		In	this	case	the	deer	is	understood	to	be	a	jnani bajai,	both	a	deer	
and	 an	Ayoreo,	 an	 original	 deer/person,	 or	 perhaps	 a	Master	 of	Deer.3	
The	Ayoreo	also	believe	 that	 the	master	of	 a	particular	 animal	or	plant	
species	can	appear	to	a	hunter	or	anyone	wandering	alone	in	the	forest.		An	
encounter	of	this	kind	is	dangerous,	but	provides	an	opportunity	to	acquire	
power.	 	 Indeed,	 aspiring	 shamans	 deliberately	 seek	 visions	 of	 this	 kind	














since	 the	healer/singer	 is	 literally	 assuming	 the	power	 of	 this	 particular	





THE EFFECTIVENESS OF THE SARODE 
AND WESTERN MEDICINE
	 From	 the	Western	 “scientific”	 point	 of	 view,	 there	 is	 perhaps	 little	
difference	 between	 the	 suggestive	 power	 of	 metaphor	 and	 the	 power	
18
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and	health	care),	 the	Ayoreo	have	 learned	 to	question	 the	 legitimacy	of	









because	we	 are	 situated	 in	our	own	 social	universe.	 	We	are	 individuals	
living	 in	 small	 family	 units	 within	 vast	 states,	 and	 are	 dependent	 on	
extraordinarily	complex,	impersonal,	and	fragile	social	systems	to	provide	
for	even	our	most	basic	needs.		This	is	a	far	cry	from	the	arid	thorn	forest	







inextricably	 tied	 into	our	political	 economy.	 	Weber	 illustrates	 this	 very	
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	 For	all	of	us	in	the	Western	world,	time	is	a	scarce	commodity.		We	
struggle	simply	to	“find	the	time”	to	comply	with	our	commitments.		This	























is	 this	 that	 obliges	 the	Ayoreo	 to	work	 as	 ranch	 hands	 or	 laborers—or	
in	Santa	Cruz	(and	increasingly	in	the	Mennonite	Colonies	of	Paraguay)	
as	 prostitutes	 and	 beggars—and	 does	 not	 allow	 them	 to	 earn	 even	 the	










of	 indigenous	 healing	 has	 had	 so	 little	 impact	 on	 everyday	 Western	
medical	practice	is	that	those	psychoanalytic	techniques	that	require	skill,	
understanding,	 and	 a	 system	 of	meanings	 that	 has	 to	 be	 shared	 by	 the	
20
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a	 more	 coherent	 understanding	 of	 the	 social	 and	 economic	 context	 of	
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